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Living
with
aCPA

W h a t effect does a public
accountant's career have on
his wife? H o w does she,
consciously or unconsciously,
influence his career decisions?
Because H&S Reports believes
in frank discussion of an issue
that concerns m a n y staff
members a n d their families, it
asked for this report by a
m a n a g e m e n t psychologist.
By Anthony W. Martin, Ph.D.

As psychologists to management, my
colleagues and I have had a unique
opportunity to witness the influence of
a man's career on his marriage—and
vice versa. Never does that influence
reach a more critical point than when
the husband comes to make a decision
about his career.
Such decisions are never easy to
make at best, even for the paragons of
initiative and toughness described in
the management textbooks. The part
a wife plays in a decision often becomes crucial. We have seen wives
move in to support their husbands, to
give strength when it was really
needed and to tilt the balance decisively in favor of risk-taking and adventure. At times, we have seen wives,
wittingly or unwittingly, withdraw
from their husbands at a most crucial
moment in their careers, leaving them
to flounder. We have also known occasions when the wife encouraged her
husband to play for safety, to put on
the brakes and to settle for security,
prematurely in the light of her husband's potential.
Assisting our industrial clients in selecting men for employment, we often
interview a young accountant who is
thinking of moving from public accounting into industry. The most common reason he gives for wanting to
leave accounting is the adverse effect
that travel and overtime have on his
family. Now there are times when this
can be a convenient rationalization. He
may not be well suited to public accounting. It is much easier and more
Dr. Martin is a partner of Rohrer, Hibler &
Replogle, psychologists to management, retained
by Haskins & Sells.

acceptable for him to project blame
onto family circumstances than to analyze his own aptitudes realistically.
On the other hand, time away from
home can be a very valid reason, rather
than just a rationalization or an excuse.
A number of these men we have seen
in exodus from public accounting are
unquestionably of high potential. They
have performed well and their firms
are sorry to see them leave. Or a man
may leave because he is offered a place
in XYZ Corporation that he or his wife
thinks he cannot afford financially to
turn down for the sake of his family.
This only the man and his wife can
decide. The financial needs of the moment may be great, and impossible to
meet without an immediate increase in
salary. In that case, the favorable prospects in his present job are understandably put aside.
But it also often happens that a CPA
will consider leaving public accounting
because his wife does not understand
the stature of his work or its demands
on him.
A CPA finds much in his work that
is positive. He plays a truly professional
role with many deep satisfactions.
These satisfactions become very real
to the CPA as he pursues his career
over the years. To him they become
self-evident. He gets a strong sense of
achievement from coping with difficult
technical problems. His work in building good client relationships is an art
that takes patience, forethought and
mature judgment. When practiced successfully this can bring many intangible but meaningful rewards. The
CPA also finds challenges in the effective supervision of others and the con-

'If she's resentful, he may reduce conversation about his work to a minimum.

tinuing development of younger men.
Meeting these challenges can provide
a strong feeling of pride and accomplishment.
But it is one thing to experience
these deep professional satisfactions,
and another to express them adequately to other people, especially to
one's wife. Public accountants are no
more renowned for portraying their
role in lyrical terms than most other
professionals. Husband and wife can
run into other barriers to communication. There are client confidences to be
maintained. A technical vocabulary is
involved that may balk a wife's interest. And because so many of the satis-

factions to be gained from this professional role are intangible rather than
tangible, they are difficult to pin down
and put into words.
The wife of the CPA, therefore, may
not hear a great deal about the many
positive satisfactions he derives from
his work. Possibly she will hear as
much about the negative feelings inevitably engendered by his demanding
professional role. Most of these feelings
cannot be shared with his clients. Some
of them cannot be shared with his associates for a variety of reasons. His wife
remains as the final source of solace.
She may also find herself a substitute
target for the feelings of frustration

that cannot be vented on clients or
associates. It is much easier and more
convenient to find fault because dinner
is late or his shirts aren't back from the
laundry.
Mixed feelings about one's work are
to be expected. We should suspect
anyone who tells us that his work is
always enjoyable. Either he is wearing
rose-tinted spectacles or he has a harassed assistant who is carrying more
than his fair share of the load. To master a professional role, a man has to
wrestle with it, and there will be moments when he wonders who is pinned
to the mat. The more demanding his
role, the more he should expect to be
ambivalent about it. If his negative
feelings outweigh the positive ones,
then he is probably in the wrong occupation or in the wrong organization.
Generally, the positive feelings will
outweigh the negative ones. The latter
must still be acknowledged, reckoned
with, and allowed their due place in
the scheme of things.
The professional man's role is complex and calls for commitment, selfsacrifice and self-discipline far beyond
what is to be expected in more routine
occupations. As the obstetrician drives
to the hospital at three o'clock on a
frosty morning, his mission meets with
the highest social approval, his dedication to his profession may well be of
the strongest, but his comments of the
moment to himself may be unprintable.
The commitments of the CPA tend to
be less dramatic, and it is usually harder for people to rise to the undramatic
than to the dramatic crisis. However,
today the premium upon the judgment
of the public accountant is increasing
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'She may find herself a substitute
target for frustrations that aren't
vented on clients or associates."
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and his role is indeed becoming more
public.
Work as complex as a CPA's demands a great deal of time and energy.
Wives can resent such competition for
their husbands' time and attention.
Sensing or recognizing such resentment, the professional man may choose
to reduce conversation about his job to
a minimum or to underplay the satisfaction he obtains from it. This, too,
may give a wife the wrong impression
that her husband's work is not really
satisfying to him.
In our experience as management
psychologists, the wife of a professional man will give approval to her
husband's work to the extent that she
feels he gets genuine satisfaction from
it. If he sees his own work in largely
positive terms and can put the negative
aspects into perspective, she is inclined
to do the same. This will happen, however, only if this largely positive image

is communicated to her in a manner
she understands. She will take her cue
largely from her husband in this matter. It is up to her husband, therefore,
to carry the main responsibility for
helping his wife see that he would
much rather spend his life being a
CPA in public practice than anything
else.
A wife usually will make sacrifices
if she feels her husband is engaged in
a worthwhile*cause. Material rewards
usually mean as much to a woman as
they do to a man. She wants to feel,
however, that her husband is working
for more than just a salary. If he seems
uninterested, his wife may understandably ask why he doesn't find himself a
less demanding job for the same
money, or an equally demanding job
for more money.
Besides wanting him to find satisfaction from his daily work, a wife also
wants to see tangible evidence that her

husband's occupation is one she can be
proud of. She is being entirely human
when she wants her husband's work to
have status and dignity.
Individual CPAs can do much to
help wives understand the exciting and
growing contributions the profession is
making to industry and to our society
at large. This can be done without involving wives in the intricacies of accounting methods. As they see the
scope of services provided to clients,
the stature of clients served, and the
international dimensions of the public
accounting firm, they must sense a
spirit of enterprise far removed from
the old stereotype of a bookkeeping
drudge.
As the CPA's wife gets to know other
wives in her husband's firm and profession, she finds that she is not alone.
She discovers that other wives have
learned to cope with similar circumstances, have mastered them or have
at least learned to live with them. It is
in isolation that our problems magnify,
and we resent being singled out for
such hazards. As we learn that others
have dealt successfully with the very
same problems, these problems become
general rather than uniquely ours and
we gain a new perspective and a new
determination to cope with them.
If a CPA does decide to join the
ranks of businessmen, his wife will
learn from their wives that the role of
the business executive also has its
drawbacks. She finds that the grass is
not quite so green on the other side of
the fence. She may well be surprised to
learn that many businessmen also tend

to work long hours. As she makes the
comparison, she may reappraise her
earlier lot and find it more attractive.
Obviously, no one can write a universal prescription for the special problems that face the wife of the CPA. In
the final analysis, she has to write an
individual prescription for herself.
CPA wives come from different molds
and bring different resources to bear
upon the roles they choose. A CPA's
wife must select her role herself and
seek within herself the strengths and
satisfactions she needs.
Clearly, too, the CPA is primarily
responsible for his own further growth
and development. In the same way, we
can hope that CPAs will do everything
that they can to encourage the continuing development of their wives.

Do y o u agree? H&S couples in
a number of cities were asked for preliminary comments on the preceding
article. In most cases, husbands and
wives gave separate opinions. Their
comments follow. If you want to add
your comments, please see instructions
on page 25.
Husband: "An ambitious person's wife
can still feel that her husband is neglecting her for his work, even though
he is happy in that work. Therefore the
article should not be construed as a
license for a CPA to overwork himself
and disregard his family. A proper balance must be maintained between
work and family."
Wife: "As Dr. Martin points out, a wife
needs to feel that her husband is satis-

fied in his work. This can only be accomplished through adequate communication between the two partners. If
the husband is content in his business
role, then the sacrifices the wife must
make give her a sense of satisfaction
and pride in working with her husband
for a common goal."
Husband: "The importance of a supportive wife cannot be overestimated.
I have recently made two significant
career decisions, both of which were
made easy by my wife's whole-hearted
support."
Wife: "I believe that a man's sharing
his joys, accomplishments, disappointments, etc., about his work with his
wife is both an important factor in a
good marriage relationship and a most
crucial factor in determining whether
or not the wife will then be supportive
of his work when critical times appear
—lucrative job offers from industry, exceeding amounts of overtime, particular tension days and so on. This, to me,
is the most important point this article
makes. Yet, naturally, I have read into
it what I wish to, for I have frequently
thought about this particular area.
"To me, public accounting is a very
exciting and challenging field. Yet, this
opinion was not the one I entered marriage with. Only through listening to
my husband articulate his excitement
and interest in his work did I begin to
realize that public accountants do not
just push a pencil down a ledger sheet.
In this area of communicating feelings
and interests in one's work to one's
wife, I believe the article to be particu-
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larly strong. For those persons not having the facility of 'quick words,' it
would be difficult for them to express
the reinforcements they receive from
their work. It is thus easier to talk
about less complicated subjects than to
make the effort to express perhaps not
terribly well-defined feelings.
"In this area of communication, however, I believe the article misses a very
important point—communication is a
two-way street. There must be a receptive listener on the other side. If a man
does not feel that he has a receptive
or interested audience, I don't think he
is going to find it easy to talk about his
work."
Husband: "My first reaction to the article was: Why was it written? Is it
that too many promising young men
are leaving public accounting for private industry, thus creating a shortage
of qualified leaders for the future in
public accounting? Is it that too many
young men in public accounting are
having difficulty in their private lives,
causing their work to suffer? Is it that
someone has recognized that wives of
men in public accounting have to make
certain sacrifices and wants to pat them
on the back and encourage them to
keep up the good work?
"In general, I feel that there are
many truths in the article. Seeing these
truths in print will help some people
in public accounting to think about
them."
Wife: "I agree that a wife plays a significant role in her husband's career.
The wife of a CPA must learn to keep
herself busy while her husband works
evenings and/or is out-of-town. She
must learn to help the children with
their homework and handle most of
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'She wants to be sure he's proud of his work.

their disciplinary problems. This is not
easy to learn and may take a few years.
One thing that keeps her going is
knowing other CPA wives are in the
same position and some professions are
even more demanding."
Wife: "My comments may be interesting to you as the reaction of an accounting wife of over 30 years who
remembers well the growing pains of
the early years. I was a young anti-wife
then and remember well my feelings.
I wish I had known—and accepted—all
the points the article makes so simply
and so effectively.
"A man is often forced to leave public accounting because his wife does
not understand the challenge, the variety, the excitement, the satisfactions of
his work. Nor does the wife know—because she has not experienced it or seen
it happen—that the time-away-fromhome factor usually changes and that,
as her husband goes up the line, this
away-time decreases. If she can wait
it out, she will be helping him to greater
income and job satisfactions in public
accounting in addition to having him
at home more of the time.
"The one thing outsiders rarely know
is the extent to which a wife's mother,
her family, friends and neighbors influence her opinion about her husband's
job. These people have a great effect
on her in either building up or tearing
down her idea of the prestige of his job.
When the wife's mother is in the same
town and has no knowledge of a CPA's
pattern of work, she is often very critical of the son-in-law. It is members of
these groups who more likely than not
have pushed the wife into being unhappy."
Husband and Wife: "We are agreed

that support, or lack of it, from the wife
of the CPA is probably due to not understanding the requirements of his
work. She does need to be more aware
of the satisfactions of his profession.
The wife may not know how to give
support because she does not know
what is expected of her."
Husband: "You asked for separate
opinions but frankly, we reached the
same conclusion. My wife particularly
thought that the article would be especially beneficial to the wives of husbands who are just beginning their
careers. In addition she thought that
the reference to the need for getting
to know other wives was particularly
important. Another good point for a
husband is the need to accentuate the
positive in his communication with his
wife. As the article states, it's easy to
talk about all the negative things that
happen."
Husband: "The article has already produced an improved atmosphere in our
household and I feel certain that it will
do the same for many other staff men.
"I had always felt that my wife had
an understanding of my work in public
accounting and that I was aware of
her problems as the wife of a CPA. But
greater responsibilities for me with
H&S and the addition of three children
at home resulted in somewhat of a
breakdown in communication between
us and much went unsaid. Often my
role as a CPA in relation to hers as a
wife was discussed in moments of
stress.
"My wife and I have read this article
several times since we received it; we
read it the first time together and have
discussed it in relation to ourselves after individual readings. It has done

much to clear the channels of communication between us. Not only did we
discuss the points mentioned in the
article in a relaxed atmosphere but this
led to an open appraisal of many aspects of our life together today and our
hopes for the future. The article was
an excellent catalyst enabling each of
us to consider the other in light of our
changed circumstances.
"Our wives will be steadfast in our
corner if we show them that we are
sympathetic to their special problems
—problems that many of us may not
have previously considered."
Wife: "I wish to express both pleasure
and gratitude to the author of this very
perceptive article. Several points stand
out:
" 1 . The responsibility of the husband
to communicate to his wife his satisfaction and contentment with his chosen
profession.
"2. The need of the wife to feel that
the commitment, self-sacrifice and selfdiscipline her husband is expected to
demonstrate (and consequently she
will share in) are worthwhile.
"3. The fact that a certain amount of
comfort can be derived from the
knowledge that other wives share the
same problems.
"4. Finally, the wife's acceptance of
her role in all its positive and negative
aspects."

We invite your comments
If you would like to add your comments on this subject, please write: The
Editor, H&S Reports, Haskins & Sells,
Two Broadway, New York, N. Y.
10004. You may sign your name or not
as you wish.
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